Responses to those who suffer are a foundation of cooperative communities. Based on the approach/inhibition theory of power (Keltner, Gruenfeld, & Anderson, 2003), we hypothesized that elevated social power is associated with diminished reciprocal emotional responses to another's suffering (feeling distress at another's distress), and with diminished complementary emotion (e.g., compassion.). In face-to-face conversations, participants disclosed experiences that had caused them suffering. As predicted, participants with a higher sense of power experienced less distress, less compassion, and exhibited greater autonomic emotion regulation when confronted with another's suffering compared to those with a lower sense of power.
Descriptive statistics for conversations between partners
Mean duration 4min, 47s
Mean intensity of stories 3.61
Topic of Conversation
Mortality (e.g., terminal illness diagnosed in a close friend) 30%
Close relationship conflict (e.g., break-up with significant other) 20%
Family conflict (e.g., divorce) 18%
Being away from friends/family (e.g., feeling of isolation) 10%
Own performance/work (e.g., perceived academic failure) 9%
Friendship conflict (e.g., betrayal of trust) 5%
Social harassment (e.g., mean peers in high school) 3%
Other 4%
Power, Distress, and Compassion 24 
